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I. Introduction 
The merits and virtues of the communicative method of teaching a foreign language are 
often debated. More focused on fluency and the acquisition of natural language than 
accuracy and the teaching of structure and grammar, the communicative method, as it has 
gained acceptance and grown popular among scholars, has come to be applied in a 
variety of ways.  A compromise that is often struck between the communicative method 
and more conventional approaches is teaching situational learning combined with rigid 
scaffolding responses. This allows students to learn natural answer forms and provides a 
small opening for students to offer a variety of responses around structure that can be 
memorized.  Though this method can be helpful for students to learn a variety of forms, it 
hems students into a pattern of practiced responses, and once they find themselves in a 
real life situation with native speakers who are producing language different from what 
they have learned, confusion and loss of confidence is often the result.   
 
One method that seems helpful in combating this difficult problem is by creating a format 
that improves a student’s ability to adapt and change their language as they encounter 
more challenging contexts.  There are many ways that this can be accomplished, but one 
effective method centers on allowing the students to make a series of topic based choices 
and then ask the students to consider those choices in deepening degrees, first alone, and 
then with other classmates. With the latter, they discuss those choices in a series of short 
conversations that emphasize adaptation. Topic based discussion classes are a good 
environment for students to practice thinking and expressing ideas in a second language, 
and they also serve as an effective format for encouraging students to expand the range of 
their speaking and listening, the cornerstones of their active language skills.  
 
II.  Topic Selection/ Material Creation 
There are no shortages of topics to choose from when deciding what prompts to build 
these lessons around.  In the past, classes have explored topics as diverse as Health, 
Cultural Difference, Love and Relationships, Privacy, Belief Systems, Fears and Phobia, 
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and the list goes on. Of course an understanding of level, and to a certain degree, maturity 
are important considerations.  Especially at Intermediate and Advanced levels, students 
are most interested in finding ways of communicating at deepening levels, similar to how 
they communicate in their native language.  Be careful to avoid topics that would 
generate similar answers amongst the majority of the class. This can lead to the 
conversations between the students being very brief. It is not necessarily the job of the 
topic choices to create disagreement in the class, but finding topics that have a multitude 
of answer choices will enrich the conversations and give greater weight to the underlying 
teaching point, and help better simulate natural conversations. Piloting topics and 
potential choices with a select handful of students is a good way of fine-tuning materials 
before large classes begin work.  Most topics can be altered to make the practice 
conversations conform to a variety of levels and abilities.  The goal of the lesson 
throughout should be in making the students more flexible listeners and speakers.  
 
Below are two partial examples of beginner and intermediate/advanced materials: 
Example Table 1a: Beginner Example:  
Topic: What kind of person are you? 
How are you the same or different than other people in class?  
What Kind of person 
are you?   
(Circle One) 
Which 5 
Things do you 
think says the 
most about 
you? 
Which 3 of these 
similarities would 
create the most 
harmony in your 
life? 
Which 3 of these 
differences would 
create the most 
discord in your 
life? 
Which 
similarities 
are not 
interesting to 
you? 
Which 
differences are 
interesting? 
Dog or Cat      
Sunrise or Sunset      
City or Country      
Coffee or Tea      
Texting or Talking      
Believe in Fate or 
Believe Free Will 
     
Inside person or 
Outside person 
     
Decisive or Indecisive      
Speaking or Listening      
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Example Table 1b: Intermediate to Advanced Example: 
Topic: Fear 
What are you afraid of?  Which fears do you want to work hard to overcome? 
 Yes No  Top 5 Most Afraid 2 Things you Most 
Want to Overcome 
Afraid of being wrong or 
doing the wrong thing or 
saying the wrong thing 
    
Afraid of being alone     
Afraid of not being liked by 
other people 
    
Afraid of disappointing your 
parents 
    
Afraid of not accomplishing 
your dreams 
    
Afraid of not having a voice 
in your community 
    
Afraid of no one listening to 
you 
    
 
Class sheets usually contain between ten to fifteen lines of language ideas that students 
make choices from.  The key to creating materials like these is to pitch the language on 
the sheet as close to the student’s level as possible.  This allows students to make 
instinctual choices quickly, without becoming bogged down looking up words they don’t 
understand. To achieve this goal in lower level classes, it’s advisable to simplify the 
language and limit the choices.  On the beginner sheets, students make fast decisions, 
choosing only between two simple things, which allows them to challenge themselves 
more during the question and conversation phases of the exercise. On intermediate to 
advanced sheets, it is more appropriate and more helpful to introduce more difficult 
vocabulary or more complex native/natural phrasing, because, assuming the students 
have developed adequate skills of inference, they will challenge themselves to expand 
their fluency during the conversation phase.  Column headings, as seen in both of the 
above examples, can be used to give some subtle direction to the students during their 
conversations, and give them more material to draw from when deciding what to ask.  
Also, as with the repeated use of the phrase, Afraid of on the Intermediate to Advanced 
Example, targeted language repetition on the sheet is a helpful way of providing students 
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with language cues, without overtly providing answer forms that the students feel 
obligated to use over and over.  
 
III.  Students Generate Questions 
After the students have completed the sheets and made all of their choices, the next step 
is to have them try and think of a handful of questions that they will use as a springboard 
for conversation.  This step is the most critical to the success of this exercise.  In asking 
students to make questions, try to get students to focus on the variety of things they could 
ask and discuss.  In addition, try to make clear to the students that their goal in the 
conversation phase is to constantly try and change the way they are asking questions and 
thereby shift the focus of their conversations.  This is the most difficult lesson for 
students to learn, and also the one that is the most beneficial in the long run.  To help 
students complete this task, ask them first to consider the topic question at the top of the 
sheet.  On the Beginner Example, the topic question is: What kind of person are you?  
Ask students to think of three or four ways of asking the same question.  Since the 
underlying language point of this sheet is to examine preferences, see if students, after 
looking at the sheet, can come up with a preference question on their own.  In the first 
class, in order to establish expectation and guide students through the process, simple 
examples can be used, like these below: 
Are you more of a cat person or a dog person? 
Would you describe yourself as more of a cat person or a dog person? 
Would you say you are more of a cat person or a dog person? 
Showing students that there are a variety of ways to ask a question about preference is a 
good way to show students that there are many ways to ask the same question. It also 
highlights the fact that native speakers often will not repeat the same question forms over 
and over. While students have to be prepared to hear question forms that are easily 
understood, they are still often confused when presented with novel re-wordings, because 
the language the native speaker uses differs from what the students are used to hearing or 
what they had memorized from textbooks. Therefore, practice reading and generating 
question-variations can be most helpful. 
 
Though the majority of choices in the Beginners Example are centered on students 
expressing preferences, some are also about discovering student’s beliefs. Most students 
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will have a difficult time differentiating between asking a question about preference and 
asking a question about beliefs.  This will cause them to try and use a preference question 
to capture an answer about fate or free will, when they should change their answer form 
to focus on finding out beliefs.  (Do you believe more in fate or free will?) Using slight 
variations are helpful in disrupting the student’s idea that everything on the sheet 
can/should be expressed in the same way.   
 
IV.  Short Conversations 
The final step in the exercise is to have the students engage one another in short 
conversations in which they discuss the ideas and contents on the pages.  Depending on 
the levels of the class, time limits can be shortened or lengthened to help guard against 
fatigue and repetition or encourage a more comprehensive discussion.  It is imperative to 
emphasize that students should do their best not to continually repeat questions at the 
start of each conversation, but rather try to change or rotate the order of the questions that 
they are asking.  Forcing students to practice continually changing their questions or 
asking the same question in a different way each time, is a crucial step in expanding the 
students' range of language and fluency.  In the most successful of classes, the 
conversations will often take on a life of their own and students will rely less on their 
questions and begin to listen more to one another and respond naturally.  At lower levels, 
introducing the idea and giving examples of follow up questions can help students 
maintain and lengthen their conversations.  Towards the end of the semester, having 
students record several of their conversations is a good way for them to hear the patterns 
of their conversations and see how the sound of their language changes as they alter the 
focus of their conversations.  Sets of at least three five to six minute conversations seem 
the most beneficial and produce the least amount of fatigue.  At higher-levels, the 
students can have more freedom and more discretion to shift to their next partners on 
their own.  In lower level classes, time should be maintained strictly since those students 
will try, mostly in the beginning of the semester, to keep their conversations as short as 
possible.   One of the great pleasures of watching these conversations unfold between the 
students is seeing them discover other like-minded people and challenge each other with 
differing points of view.   
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V: Final Class Discussion 
Once the conversations have finished, have the students come back into one group.  At 
this time it can be very beneficial to conduct a group discussion on the broader points of 
the topic, having students answering individually about the personal choices they made 
during the exercise.  This allows the class to consider a more global view of the material 
and hear from students they did not have a chance to speak to during the lesson.  It also 
reveals the points of greatest unity and division on any given topic amongst the group. Be 
careful not to rush this portion of the lesson. Often times this is the most interesting part 
of class, and the conversations that result are the best proof of how much language the 
students have acquired and retained during the lesson. If there are only a few minutes 
remaining at the end of the class, this exercise can be carried over to the start of the next 
class, and then can serve as a reinforcement of the previous weeks language and ideas. 
 
VI. Conclusions 
There is a school of thinking that rejects language exercises with loose parameters and 
too much freedom in favor of work made up of lots of pre-packaged language and pre-
packaged answer forms that give students a limited chance to vary their answers.  While 
those lessons can be helpful in strengthening students' grammar, they also have a 
tendency to box students into a set of responses. The instinct of second language learners 
is to tie themselves closely to those familiar patterns and repeat the same language over 
and over.  Exercises like these are the war against those learning patterns, and pushing 
the students hard to think of ways to adapt and change their language will ultimately lead 
students to speak more naturally and think more deeply in their second language.   
 
